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Summary 

On June 25, 2013, President Obama announced a national “Climate Action Plan” to reduce 
emissions of carbon dioxide (CO 2 ) and other greenhouse gases (GHG), as well as to encourage 
adaptation to climate change. During his speech, the President made reference to the proposed 
Keystone XL Pipeline project — a pipeline that would transport crude oil derived from Canadian 
oil sands deposits in Alberta to a market hub in Nebraska for further delivery to U.S. Gulf Coast 
refineries. He stated that an evaluation of the proposed pipeline’s impacts on climate change 
would be “critical to determining whether this project is allowed to go forward.” 

State Department Assessment 

The State Department released a Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) on January 31, 
2014, to inform the project’s national interest determination. Among the various environmental 
impacts analyzed, the FEIS estimates GHG emissions that would be attributable to both the 
approval and the denial of the permit application for the project. The FEIS finds that 

• the direct and indirect GHG emissions released during the construction period for 
the project would be approximately 0.24 million metric tons of carbon dioxide 
(C0 2 ) equivalents (MMTC0 2 e)due to land use changes, electricity use, and fuels 
for construction vehicles (this estimate is comparable to 0.004% of U.S. annual 
GHG emissions); 

• the direct and indirect GHG emissions released during normal operations would 
be approximately 1.44 MMTC0 2 e/year due to electricity use for pumping 
stations, fuels for maintenance and inspection vehicles, and fugitive emissions 
(this estimate is comparable to 0.02% of U.S. annual GHG emissions); 

• the total, or “gross,” life-cycle GHG emissions (i.e., the aggregate GHG 
emissions released by all activities from the extraction of the resource to the 
refining, transportation, and end-use combustion of refined fuels) attributable to 
the oil sands crudes transported through the proposed pipeline would be 
approximately 147 to 168 MMTCCEe per year (this estimate is comparable to 
2.2%-2.6% of U.S. annual GHG emissions); 

• the incremental, or “net,” life-cycle GHG emissions (i.e., life-cycle GHG 
emissions over and above those from the crude oils expected to be displaced in 
U.S. refineries) are estimated to be 1.3 to 27.4 MMTCCLe per year (this estimate 
is comparable to 0.02%-0.4% of U.S. annual GHG emissions); but 

• according to the State Department’s market analysis, “approval or denial of any 
one crude oil transport project, including the proposed project, is unlikely to 
significantly impact the rate of extraction in the oil sands or the continued 
demand for heavy crude oil at refineries in the United States based on expected 
oil prices, oil-sands supply costs, transport costs, and supply-demand scenarios.” 

Many oil industry stakeholders, the Canadian and Albertan governments, and proponents of the 
project have supported the analysis as presented in the FEIS. They contend that the demand for 
the oil sands resource, as well as the economic incentives for producers and the Canadian 
governments, is too significant to dampen production. However, other stakeholders have 
questioned several of the conclusions in the FEIS and argue that the project may have greater 
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climate change impacts than projected, depending upon the assumptions selected from the range 
of scenarios considered in the FE1S. These assumptions include projections for global market 
conditions, crude oil prices, rail transport costs, new project costs, refinery inputs, and carbon 
regulatory policies in the United States or Canada. 

Congressional Attention 

Members of Congress remain divided on the merits of the project, as many have expressed 
support for the potential energy security and economic benefits, while others have reservations 
about its potential health and environmental impacts. Though Congress, to date, has had no direct 
role in permitting the pipeline’s construction, it has oversight stemming from federal 
environmental statutes that govern the review. Further, Congress may seek to influence the State 
Department’s process or to assert direct congressional authority over approval through new 
legislation. 
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Background 

In 2008 — and again in 2012 — the Canadian company TransCanada submitted to the U.S. 
Department of State an application for a Presidential Permit authorizing construction and 
operation of pipeline facilities to import crude oil across the U.S. -Canada border. The proposed 
Keystone XL Pipeline project (the project) would transport crude oil derived from Canadian oil 
sands 1 deposits in Alberta, as well as crude oil produced from the Bakken region in North Dakota 
and Montana, to a market hub in Nebraska for further delivery to U.S. Gulf Coast refineries. 

A decision to issue or deny any Presidential Permit for a pipeline project that would cross a U.S. 
border is conditioned on the State Department’s determination that the proposal would serve the 
national interest. Whether or not a proposal would be deemed to serve the national interest 
depends on numerous factors. For the project, the State Department has indicated it will look 
specifically at factors related to energy security; foreign policy; and environmental, social, and 
economic impacts, as well as whether the project, as proposed, would comply with relevant 
federal regulations. 

With regard specifically to the assessment of the project’s potential environmental and cultural 
impacts, the State Department prepared an environmental impact statement (EIS) as required 
under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 2 A draft EIS (DEIS) was released for 
public comment on March 1, 2013, followed by a final EIS (FEIS) on January 31, 2014. 3 The 
FEIS identifies anticipated direct and indirect impacts of the project, as proposed by 
TransCanada, as well as various project alternatives, including a “no action” alternative (i.e., 
impacts associated with denying TransCanada’s permit application). Among the various 
environmental impacts identified in the FEIS are those involving GHG emissions. 



1 The resource has been refened to by several terms including “oil sands,” “tar sands,” and, most technically, 
“bituminous sands.” This report uses the term “oil sands” because of its widespread use in both U.S. government 
agency and academic literature. Oil sands are formations of loose sand or consolidated sandstone containing naturally 
occurring mixtures of sand, clay, water, and a dense and extremely viscous form of petroleum called “bitumen.” This 
report uses the term “oil sands crudes” as an abbreviation for all crude oils that are derived from oil sands bitumen in 
the Western Canadian Sedimentary Basin (WCSB). Further, the term “reference crudes” is used as an abbreviation for 
all other global crude oil resources against which the oil sands crudes are compared. Most reports suggest that the form 
of oil sands crude that would likely be transported through the proposed pipeline is “diluted bitumen,” or “dilbit.” 
Dilbit is bitumen that is blended with lighter hydrocarbons, typically natural gas condensates, to create a lighter, less 
viscous, and more easily transportable material. For more discussion on the resource, see CRS Report R4261 1, Oil 
Sands and the Keystone XL Pipeline: Background and Selected Environmental Issues, coordinated by Jonathan L. 
Ramseur. 

“ For more discussion on NEPA procedures, see CRS Report RL33152, The National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA): Background and Implementation, by Linda Luther. 

3 U.S. Department of State, Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for the 2012 Presidential Pennit 
application for the proposed Keystone XL pipeline, January 31, 2014, at http://www.keystonepipeline-xl.state.gov/; 

The State Department refers to draft and final EISs prepared for TransCanada’s 2012 Presidential Permit application as 
“supplementary” EISs. This was done to indicate that the documents supplement the FEIS prepared for TransCanada’s 
2008 Presidential Permit application that was denied by the State Department in 2012. TransCanada’s submission of a 
new permit application in 2012 initiated a new federal action subject to NEPA. While the State Department may have, 
in fact, supplemented a previous NEPA document, the EISs prepared for the 2012 Presidential Permit application are 
not “supplemental” EISs, as defined in regulations implementing NEPA (see 40 C.F.R. § 1502.9(c)). As a result, CRS 
does not use the term "supplementary” when referring to EISs prepared for the 2012 Presidential Pennit. For further 
information about the NEPA process for the 2008 and 2012 Presidential pennit applications, see CRS Report R41668, 
Keystone XL Pipeline Project: Key Issues, by Paul W. Parfomak et al. 
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